University of Portland

Pilot Scholars
Graduate Theses and Dissertations
4-2020

Directing Doctor Faustus: Caught Between Two Worlds
Jon Rice

Follow this and additional works at: https://pilotscholars.up.edu/etd
Part of the Theatre and Performance Studies Commons

Recommended Citation
Rice, Jon, "Directing Doctor Faustus: Caught Between Two Worlds" (2020). Graduate Theses and
Dissertations. 67.
https://pilotscholars.up.edu/etd/67

This Master Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by Pilot Scholars. It has been accepted for inclusion
in Graduate Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of Pilot Scholars. For more information,
please contact library@up.edu.

Rice 1

Directing Doctor Faustus:
Caught Between Two Worlds
Presented to the Graduate Council
University of Portland
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree
Master of Fine Arts in Directing
by Jon Rice
April 2020

APPROVED:
REDACTED

Dr. Mead K. Hunter, Thesis Advisor
REDACTED

Gregory Pulver, Reader
REDACTED

Dr. Lezlie Cross, Reader
REDACTED

Lawrence Larsen, Reader
REDACTED

Mindy Logan, Reader

Rice 2

Table of Contents

Introduction……………………………………………………………….……………..…. 3
Chapter 1: Faustus and the Old West………………………………………………………12
Chapter 2: Analysis and Adaptation..................................................................................... 21
Chapter 3: Working Well with Actors…………………...………………………….……...30
Chapter 4: Communication…………..……………………………………………….…… 38
Chapter 5: Moments of Visual Clarity...……………………...…………………...….…… 44
Chapter 6: Working Healthy……………..……………...……………………...…….…… 54
Conclusion…………………………………………………………………………….…….69
Images………………………………………………………………………………….…....71
Works Cited……………………………..………………………………………...…….......76
Works Consulted………………………………………………………………………… …77

Rice 3

Introduction

The legend of a man who sells his soul to the devil in exchange for forbidden knowledge has
enticed people throughout history. The reach of this myth extends across many cultures as it has
been reinvented to reflect the values and fears of the societies that iterate upon it. In the pages
that follow, I will share with you how I approached Christopher Marlowe’s masterpiece, Doctor
Faustus, as a way to grapple with the issues of identity and the relationship to a higher power.
On the way to doing that, allow me to share with you some of the background of Marlowe’s
work and why I was attracted to it. I will also share my own personal struggles with the material
and how I came to a deeper understanding of both the dual nature of the play, and the craft of
directing as a whole.

The Legend of Faustus
While the legend of a man who sells his soul in exchange for magical powers has been present
across numerous cultures throughout history, the legend of Doctor Faustus himself finds its roots
in Germany during the 15th and 16th centuries. This version of the story centers on a physician
and scholar of the occult named Faustus, who also studies necromancy and the dark arts. The
origin of the Doctor Faustus legend had two seeds of germination: anecdotes about the historical
figure he’s based on, and the religious proselytizing that came about in reaction to his infamous
occultism (Baron 8).
While there are many versions of the Faust character, none of them definitively state who
the original man was. However it is likely that the character is based on one Georg Helmstetter,
who studied at Heidelberg University until 1487, who later adopted the name Faustus, which he
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kept until his death in around 1540 (Baron 11-13, 83). Despite this person’s existence in various
records as going by the name Faustus, and indeed being a scientist who studied magic, there is
little resemblance between this historical figure and the legend that most have come to know
today. The largest players in proliferating the legend of Faustus were Martin Luther and the
Protestant Church, who took advantage of the character’s infamy for their own ends. In the
Church’s condemnation of sorcery and demonic influence as part of their literature, they
presented the story of Faustus as someone who tracked with demons and the forces of Hell as
though it were historical fact, taking the anecdotes of various stories about the man and
compiling them into a religious chapbook in 1587 (Baron 8).
The story was passed down and altered by several individuals until one version, likely the
English translation of the German novel Faustbuch, or The History of the Damnable Life and
Deserved Death of Doctor John Faustus, fell into the hands of the playwright Christopher
Marlowe. Published in 1592, the novel became the basis for Marlowe’s play, The Tragical
History of Doctor Faustus (Bevington and Rasmussen, 1-2).
Marlowe’s version of the story paints the protagonist as a brilliant man who is trying to
circumvent his human limitations and gain knowledge that will allow him to escape death. The
doctor makes a deal with the demon Mephistopheles, and through the course of several vignettes
spread across the remaining 24 years of his life, slowly loses his humanity until he is finally
dragged down to Hell. While subsequent playwrights and writers have assayed the legend since
Marlowe, his was the version I was first introduced to, and it remains the most meaningful to me.
The presentation of Hell as a personal state of being in which one is absent from the sight of God
resonated with me. The idea that God was a distant figure who seems to extort his creations
under the threat of eternal torture unless we choose to worship him also reflected many of my
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personal questions about the nature of worship in relation to a supposedly omnipotent and
benevolent being—one who would neither require worship, nor desire it. Marlowe’s Faustus,
more than any other version, reflected my own struggles of faith and existential crises.

Marlowe’s Version and My Fascination with It
Marlowe writes Faustus as a brilliant scholar gradually turned by his actions into an impish
hedonist. The bullet points of the narrative are in the Faustbuch, Marlowe’s supposed source
material, but his decision to make Faustus a redeemable hero as opposed to a cautionary example
of sin was important to me. There’s a tension in the Doctor’s internal conflict over his choice.
Marlowe’s Faustus has a tragic downfall that feels unjust, as opposed to the well-deserved
damnation that the Faustbuch’s Doctor receives (Bevington and Rasmussen, 6).
Doctor Faustus has many similarities to Christian morality plays. The conflict between
good and evil is represented onstage by a pair of angels. Comedic scenes parody the central
action to reinforce the central themes of the story while still being a comedic break from the
drama. And there are many characters, most notably the Seven Deadly Sins, that are
anthropomorphized forms of moral and ethical concepts (Bevington and Rasmussen, 9).
There are two versions of Marlowe’s text. The A text, as it is usually referred to, is
currently thought of as the more accurate one, and is more ambiguous about Faustus’s
redeemability and quality of character. The story beats are more authentic to the source material
in the Faustbuch (Bevington and Rasmussen, 62-70). The B text includes new scenes and
dialogue, while also painting the Doctor as a less redeemable character (Cheney 182-183). The
ambiguous mix of virtue and vice present in the A text led me to choose it as the version my
production would be based on, since Faustus is a tragic hero to me, while the B text makes him
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more of a cautionary tale than someone with whom you’re meant to empathize.
Marlowe's play takes the struggle between good and evil, and subverts it by reframing
that struggle between the conflict of Medieval and Renaissance values, with Faustus having to
choose which societal codes to follow (Bevington and Rasmussen, 21). As a humanist, Faustus
believes that he can circumvent any limitation placed on him by nature or society if he only
applies himself hard enough, but the forces of death and the afterlife are still beyond his control.
Faustus laments over the fatalistic nature of his Christian worldview:
If we say that we have no sin,
We deceive ourselves, and there’s no truth in us.
Why then belike we must sin,
And so consequently die.
Ay, we must die and everlasting death (I.i)
Faustus confronts this conclusion by trying to distract himself with earthly pleasures. He begins
the play as a paragon of human achievement, and ends the play having debased himself and
squandered all his power on hollow pursuits instead of using it to fulfill the grand ambitions he
had at the start. Despair is the driving force for every action Faustus takes. From his pursuit of
magic, to his grand ambitions, to the vain distractions that he entertains himself with, every
choice Faustus makes is in an effort to avoid the despair of his own mortality and the limitations
placed on him by God (Kaufmann 105-106).
When directors make ethical judgements about Faustus’s crimes and the punishment he
receives, they are formulating an important piece of their approach to a production. Is the nature
of Faustus’s magic evil, or is its use toward evil things what makes it so? Is the Doctor a rebel
who stood up for human independence against cosmic forces too great to control? Alternatively,
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is Faustus evil? Is the Doctor a sinner who broke the laws of his world and was justly punished?
Neither view is the only right answer, but as a director, one has to determine where one comes
down on the punishment and the crime. For my own approach, I think that the world Marlowe
portrays is one in which Faustus was damned if he did, and damned if he didn’t. The only way
Faustus could have escaped Hell was to be someone he wasn’t and to surrender himself to a
power he didn’t respect.

Other Notable Versions of the Story
While Christopher Marlowe’s version of the play is the one to which I was introduced, and the
one which many people think of as being the first theatrical representation to stand the test of
time, it is by no means the only version. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe wrote a version in the
early 19th century, divided into two parts, which is considered one of his finest works. Goethe’s
work focuses on the omnipresent evil of the world, and humanity’s inability to fight it back. Hell
is an internal corruption as much as it is an external force in the Goethe version (Elder 52).
Goethe’s Faust, in that sense, is similar to Marlowe’s, but it lacks teeth, especially with Faustus
being allowed to go to Heaven at the end due to his good works. Doctor Faustus Lights the
Lights is a libretto opera written by Gertrude Stein, in which Faustus sells his soul for the ability
to create light through electricity, rather than for magical spells. Stein’s themes focus on the
power and danger of advancing technology and what we give up in exchange (Elder 61).
As Faustus is retold throughout history, the play and its characters reflect the prevalent
political and religious beliefs of times they spring from. A more political zeitgeist is what led
Jerzy Grotowski to produce his version of the play in 1963, as the political and social
disillusionment of the decade inspired multiple productions of Doctor Faustus from himself and
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other directors (Bevington and Rasmussen, 55-56). None of these versions appeals to me as
much as the original, however. While Geothe and Stein’s plays certainly have value, none of the
other versions of Faustus connect to me as viscerally as Marlowe’s does.

Setting, World, and Genre
Doctor Faustus challenges directors when choosing how abstract or realistic their approach to
the world of the play is. Elements of magic and supernatural phenomena lend themselves
towards a surreal interpretation, while the themes of identity and faith presented in the show are
very personal and grounded. Magic is more a tool for Faustus to misuse than it is a corrupting
force all its own. The play calls back multiple times to the idea that whatever the Doctor is doing,
it’s his choices that are damning him, while the unseen forces at play only act in response to the
decisions he’s made. Mephistopheles describes Hell as an internal state of being, rather than an
external realm of existence. The personal nature of the supernatural points Doctor Faustus
toward romanticism of the individual, rather than a classical tragedy where the cosmic order
takes precedence over the protagonist’s own reality. Despite the qualities of a romantic or surreal
world, however, the play is framed as a classical tragedy with a choral prologue and epilogue as
well as an ending that emphasizes the cosmic consequences of Faustus’s actions on his immortal
soul.
Genre is also easy to misapprehend in Faustus, as the play has massive tonal shifts
between comedic and tragic scenes, with the Doctor playing practical jokes one moment, then
contemplating his doomed mortality the next. The play is framed as tragedy, while constantly
playing off the protagonist’s hubris for comedic effect. Despite Faustus’s promises to the
contrary, he razes no churches, slaughters no infants, and recruits no worshipers to the side of
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Hell. Instead of the twisted acts that an audience member might expect a practitioner of black
magic to perform, Faustus limits his misdeeds to cruel jokes and showy displays meant to
impress his peers. Given the impish nature of his actions, why then is Faustus punished so
harshly? There is a dissonance between the punishment the Doctor receives and the crimes he
commits. The argument that selling his soul was an act of violence against God would only hold
up if we saw the consequences of that act, yet all the audience is shown is a diminishment in
Faustus’s character.
I make the argument that the discord between the laws of God that Marlowe has Faustus
break, and the personal nature of the consequences, is an intentional device of the playwright.
The core of the play must revolve around the conflicting tones and themes of the simultaneously
romantic and surreal comedy of Faustus individual foibles, set against the classical tragedy of the
society he is rebelling against. Doctor Faustus intentionally juxtaposes comedy and tragedy, just
as it does the abstract and the realistic.
When directors choose to adapt Doctor Faustus to a different setting, they need to keep
the intentional thematic dissonance Marlowe injects into the play at the forefront of their choices.
For myself, this meant choosing a setting that I was not only passionate about on an aesthetic
level, but one that also reflected the dual nature of Faustus’s world. I chose the American Old
West as the setting for my approach to the play. In the coming chapter, I’ll explain my rationale
for this approach, as well as the discoveries and pitfalls that came about as a result of that
decision.
I chose to direct Doctor Faustus because I wanted to explore my personal struggles with
identity and faith in relation to a higher power. I wanted to meditate on the concept of Hell as an
internal state rather than some mythical dimension of eternal suffering. I identified with the
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depiction of Heaven as an empty and judgmental place where not worshiping the right god meant
you were damned.
Despite my passion for the play, the character of Doctor Faustus wasn’t nearly as
interesting to me as the opposing forces he was caught in between. The characters of Lucifer and
Mephistopheles were far more intriguing to me when I first began the production. They were the
unrepentant rebels who were cast out of Heaven and condemned to an existence where they were
absent from His sight. Faustus was just a man caught up in the despair of his doomed life. The
title character was almost an afterthought compared to the big ideas that Lucifer and
Mephistopheles represented. But as I directed the show, I came to understand Faustus. The
Doctor knew the rules of the world in which he lived, and he knew that there was always a way
out. All Faustus had to do was repent and renounce who he was. But despite the threats to his
body and soul, Faustus refused to bend to a God that extorted worship and obedience under
threat of damnation. While he diminished himself with every act of magic, he died the way he
lived, refusing to deal with consequences of an unfair universe and desperately searching for an
escape. As interesting as Mephistopheles was to me, she wasn’t human. Marlowe presents his
Doctor Faustus as being unfailingly human with the level of greatness and tragic flaws normally
reserved for Greek heroes woven with a thread of existential crisis.
I hope that in reading this thesis people come away with a better understanding of the
pitfalls that Christopher Marlowe’s script presents us with, as well as knowledge of the key
directing skills of analysis, clear communication with a production team, and the paramount
importance of mental health when working on a show. I’ll also share the victories I had in
developing trust with a cast to the point where they’ll follow you to Hell and back, as well as the
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moments of visual storytelling that successfully illustrated the story that I tried to convey in my
approach to Doctor Faustus.
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Chapter 1
Faustus and the Old West

Inspiration for the Old West Setting
Doctor Faustus is initially set in 16th-century Wittenberg Germany, though as it’s written by
Christopher Marlowe, the setting has more cultural similarities to Elizabethan England than it
does with the Holy Roman Empire. When directors choose to produce Doctor Faustus, they have
to choose whether to approach the play in its original setting, or adapt it to another. While there
is academic value in producing Elizabethan plays for a modern audience, I feel the reason so few
directors do is because it often only becomes an academic exercise rather than a genuine effort to
tell the story in a way that reflects the director’s interpretation. My impulse to adapt Faustus to a
different setting came about from that desire to approach the show in a way that reflected my
interpretation of the material rather than my recreation of it.
Picture a desert landscape stretching out across the horizon in the dead of night. A lone
figure draws circles in the sand with a fire pit at the center and a mound of books nearby. The air
is charged with stillness and isolation. The man begins to set a fire, speaking strange words in a
forgotten tongue, and sets to burning the books as if he were using loved ones as human
sacrifices. As the light of the fire begins to illuminate the figure, we see that he is a well-dressed
gentleman of the American 1800s. The young man is tall, strong, and younger than one might
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expect. Each book cast in the fire seems to pain him as if he were cutting off pieces of his own
flesh. The bonfire snaps into the air creating a green pillar of flame before crumbling into ash as
the young man finishes his incantations. Darkness swallows the desert as the stars above grow
dim. Then, from out of the ashes, peers a cluster of emerald green eyes seeping wicked light.
Long spindles of legs slowly rise from the circle like weeds piercing the skin of the earth, as a
demon rises from the soot to greet its summoner. The man backs away in terror before
commanding the creature to leave and return in a more pleasing shape. The demon sinks back
into the ground, before rising once more… as a saloon girl.
This was the image I finally painted when I formulated my approach to Marlowe’s
Faustus. I saw a young man taking pieces of his soul and casting them into the fire in an effort to
change who he was so that he could escape his fate. To me, Faustus’s identity is bound up in the
book that he burns as the knowledge they represent is what defines him and his
accomplishments. In renouncing the areas of study that have shaped Faustus, he is reinventing
himself into the type of person who can overcome the laws of God. This first ritual summoning
of Mephistopheles is like an unholy baptism, and the true beginning of his tragic downfall.
In defining this image further, I saw the desert with cacti, tumbleweeds and bleached
bones littering the ground. I saw the Old West as a place of constant struggle where death
loomed over every decision. It was a frontier far from the kingdom of civilization that America
had built in the East. A place where people from every walk of life had chosen to abandon the
homes of their ancestors in exchange for the promise of new life. That new life that too often
ended in quick and bloody death. The setting of the Old West not only reflected Faustus’s choice
to abandon God and the rules laid out for him, but also the consequences of those actions.
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Other settings may have worked well for this approach, but the Old West was one that I
had a personal investment in. I was raised on the stories of cowboys and Native Americans. My
grandmother, the daughter of a Native American and a rodeo performer who rode with Buffalo
Bill, told me bedtime stories about the Old West. I watched everything from Bonanza to The
Rifleman to Pale Rider as a child. Those stories of people trying to be civilized and good in a
world that demanded they be otherwise stuck with me throughout my life. So while other settings
may have been closer to the source material, or more relatable to a modern audience, the Old
West was the setting that meant the most to me, and I make theater first and foremost, for
myself.

How Opposing Forces Fit within a Setting
While Faustus is the central character of the play, the opposing forces laid against him are not
individual characters in my approach, but the forces of Heaven, Hell and what they represent in
my interpretation of the text. Heaven is an ordered and righteous world where everyone follows
the same rules. Heaven only cares about Faustus in his relation to the laws and values that it lays
down. Hell, conversely, extols Faustus’s individuality and personal glory above anything else.
Hell doesn’t lie or cheat, as it fully explains the consequences that will come about from Faustus
selling his soul. Hell centers on choice while Heaven centers on obedience. The forces of good
and evil in the play are represented by the principal agents of Mephistopheles and the Old Man.
Approaching the concepts for the principal agents of Heaven and Hell will define how a
director drives the conflict between Faustus and these opposing forces. While Faustus has a great
deal of internal conflict that Marlowe cleverly externalizes through the Good and Evil Angels,
those characters are presented as representations of his own conscience. The real enemies for the
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Doctor are the two external powers vying for control of his life. Mephistopheles is the natural
choice for Hell’s agent as she’s present throughout the show, unlike Lucifer who has precious
little time on stage. Likewise God never even makes an appearance in the play, but the character
of the Old Man is clearly the most vocal agent of His will.
My approach to the Old Man centered around him being distant and judgmental of
Faustus, just as God was. The Almighty never even makes an appearance in the play whereas
Lucifer takes the time to see Faustus personally twice. In Faustus’s mind, God was an absentee
landlord who set humanity up to fail from the start. He was the impotent sheriff who stood by
and watched yet did nothing.
Lucifer was a bully in my approach. The Devil played the stick to Mephistopheles’s
carrot in order to intimidate Faustus back in line when temptation failed. Lucifer was also a
pusher who presented distractions for Faustus as a reward for getting back in line. When I
approached the character from the setting of the Old West, he became the ringleader of a
freakshow.
If God was an absentee landlord in my approach to Faustus, then Heaven had to be
distant and forsaken. If the Devil was a showman, a ringleader who presented all manner of
delight to distract and sedate the Doctor, then Hell had to be a freak show. And if Doctor
Faustus, the titular origin of the Faustian bargain, was to be made relevant to an American
audience, then he had to be an idyllic archetype of American culture. But neither Heaven, Hell,
or the world of Doctor Faustus screamed Old West on their own. What brought me to the Old
West as the setting for my approach was the metaphor of Faustus’s Hell. Heaven was Eastern
America, its laws and customs being distant, and the reach of its power too far removed. Hell
was the desert of Faustus’s own soul, vast, majestic, but devoid of life and love. The harsh world
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of the desert eroding the structured order of societal rules. And all of it masked by the romantic
notion a person could start their lives over in a place hostile to life. Faustus tries to escape
damnation and death by making a deal that explicitly promises that he won’t be able to.
But if all I was attempting to do was put the play in a setting that would make it feel
relevant to a modern audience, I could have gone all the way and set it completely modern. We
trade away things like our privacy and meaningful social connections in exchange for a virtual
life of social media where knowledge is a keystroke away. Placing Faustus in a contemporary
world makes sense, and would be even easier to relate to for an audience today than the Old
West.
But the American 1800s offered me two things that a contemporary setting didn’t. The
Old West offered themes of American legends, and it offered me a conflict between humanity’s
base nature and their higher selves. In the digital era, we have conquered our environments.
Apart from climate change and the odd natural disaster, most developed nations don’t have any
need to fear the outside world. Nature isn’t dangerous to us in the way it was in past centuries,
nor is it particularly mysterious. The Old West, by contrast, was a place of mystery, lawlessness,
and constant striving for survival. Furthermore, the Old West is one of only two eras in
American history that I feel to be mythical in terms of how they are represented, the other being
the founding of the country during the American Revolution. The air of mystery and the conflict
between base desires and the higher self were important to how I viewed the story of Doctor
Faustus.
The archetypical allegories for each character in the story fit well with the American
1800’s. Faustus would be the quintessential frontier doctor; his servant Wagne would be his
assistant. Robin and Rafe fit well as poor miners trying to get in on the gold rush. And
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Mephistopheles, being possessed of a seductive feminine energy, would fit well as a saloon girl
or madam of a brothel. I connected every role in the show with a western archetype, and those
clear images gave me a strong sense that the Old West not only worked, but worked well with
the story I was trying to tell—the story of losing yourself in the process of gaining the world.

The Genre and World of the West
When looking at the elements of framing and presentation in the text, Doctor Faustus sends
some mixed messages. The play is both titled and framed by a chorus as a tragedy. The play
mixes in elements of Christian morality plays through the use of anthropomorphic
representations of universal concepts like good and evil, as well as the seven deadly sins. The
tone shifts from one extreme to the next with little transition. And a director has to contend with
not only those disparate elements, but also the language of Elizabethan vocabulary and verse.
The two hardest aspects of the play to identify for me were the genre and worlds of the play.
Despite the genre issues that need to be resolved in Doctor Faustus, at the time that I
developed my approach to the show, I saw the story of Faustus as a tragedy. The Doctor gets
everything he ever wanted while losing himself and what made him special. But more than that,
it’s the story of an existential crisis. Faustus is a humanist in a Calvinist society. The Doctor
believes that with sufficient effort, the human mind can overcome any obstacle, yet the Christian
doctrine that surrounds him states that none of his accomplishments or abilities matter in the face
of God’s laws.
Magic offers Faustus a way to attain power that fits his world view, as it centers around
how much knowledge and skill the practitioner can employ. So Faustus is presented with
surrendering the aspects of himself that he considers core to his identity for God, or embracing
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his own power to liberate himself. The irony of the Doctor’s choice is that in trading his soul for
magic he renounces his identity anyway as he burns his books and swears off of every discipline
of study except for Hell. The tragedy of the character is that the world he lives in can’t sustain
who he is, and that either path he takes means sacrificing what defines him.
From the Doctor’s perspective, God is a bully who demands worship under threat of
damnation, and yet Faustus believes in Him. Despite the hubris of thinking you can cheat God
and the Devil alike, the core of Faustus’s choice revolves around the despair born from his crisis
of faith. How can God be good if he condemns Faustus to eternal death for merely being who he
is? The Old West ties into the tragedy of Faustus through the metaphor of Heaven as civilization
and the East, while Hell takes the form of the wild frontier and the West, with Faustus caught in
between as he is subject to the laws of the former, and the realities of the latter. What I didn’t
realize as I developed my approach was that these clear and tragic elements weren’t the arc of
the narrative so much as they were the punchline.
The genre that fits Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus best is tragicomedy, a form that isn’t
produced often in contemporary theater. The genre takes the elements of a comedy and gives
them a tragic finish in an effort to pull the rug out from under the audience to drive home a point
(or it may do the reverse). It has many similarities to a dark comedy in this respect. Tragicomedy
is built with the comic and tragic being dependent on each other, modifying and determining the
nature of the other so to create a mixed response in the audience (Foster 11). In approaching a
tragicomedy, the emphasis on what is tragic, what is comic, and how they relate to one another is
the most important consideration. My misapprehension about the genre of Doctor Faustus came
from thinking that the comedic elements of the show were meant as comic relief for the tragic
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parts, when they were meant to feed into one another in a mutual way. Looking back on my
approach however, I had picked up on the dual nature Faustus’s world.
In much the same way that Marlowe wrote Doctor Faustus as a tragicomedy where the
comedic and the tragic were meant to feed off one another to drive the action, there are two
distinct worlds of the play that are interrelated as well. One world is the romantic reality of
Faustus and his personal Hell, and the other is the classical world of a Renaissance Germany that
echoes Greek tragedies with their emphasis on cosmic order. The romantic world of Hell and
magic paints an abstract picture for Faustus, as Mephistopheles describes it as being not a place,
but a state of being. The classical world is present in the chorus that frames the entire show, in
the character of Wagner who is the choral leader, and in the hubris of the central character.
The easy mistake to make, when dealing with both the genre and the world of the play, is
to mix these elements in the same moment of storytelling. The audience can only grasp one thing
at a time. As a director, you can ask your audience to stand in one space or another, but they will
rarely be able to have a foot in each. The key to working with the text of Doctor Faustus is to
identify each moment of the story with one or the other, and then determine how and why the
transition between those worlds and tones takes place. In reflecting on my production, I
understand now that I needed a device that I could use to clearly navigate those transitions,
bound up in a single character who could act as a storyteller and guide for the audience.
In Marlowe’s original text, the character most easily slotted into that role would be
Wagner, since he acts the de facto leader of the chorus. However a director could divorce the
transitions from character and create a different visual device to indicate the changes. The
important thing to keep in mind is how and why the world and tone shifts, and for that device to
be consistent and transparent to an audience, otherwise the story will get lost.
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Doctor Faustus can be approached in countless ways, but unless directors understand and
accept the dual nature of the text, they will be missing a large part of what makes the play so
unique and challenging to work with. Whether the director opts for the original setting, or
transposes the play to another place and time, the awareness of genre and style needs to be a
guiding post for how they present the story. In ignoring these crucial elements, we risk ignoring
the heart of the narrative, while in embracing them, we can depict our interpretation to the
material in a clear and compelling way.
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Chapter 2
Analysis and Adaptation

Directors will find the biggest challenge to working with Doctor Faustus is the analyzing and
developing their approach to the material. While Marlowe’s play is a masterpiece, it’s a
masterpiece with some glaring issues that need to be addressed. The structure of the play is
disjointed and episodic, the themes and tone can be dissonant at times, and there is little
grounding of the play to anchor characters and locations in a visual way. The key to overcoming
these challenges is to have a clear idea of what story you’re trying to tell with the play, and how
you can visually represent that to an audience in a consistent fashion.

Challenges in the Text
Doctor Faustus is, in my view, about a crisis of faith. This was something I understood from the
moment I began analyzing the text. Faustus feels abandoned by a judgmental God, whereas Hell
accepts him as he is. Repentance promises Faustus death, while magic offers him the chance to
not only escape the laws of God but do so on his terms. Faustus is a humanist determined to
break through his limitations using the power of his mind. Surrendering himself to God would
mean surrendering his identity. The play isn’t condemnatory of Faustus for failing to escape his
circumstances, it’s condemning the system of laws that damn him for the attempt. I found that
the conflict between Heaven and Hell is skewed toward the latter. Since Hell is depicted as a

Rice 22
state of being in the text of the show it made sense to analyze the play from the standpoint that
any demon or ethereal being came from the mind of Faustus, or adopted a form that suited his
worldview. In editing the material down to the script used in production, I analyzed both
versions of the text to find which felt most true to its message for me.
I’m proud of the research that I put into selecting which version of Marlowe’s text was
used for my production. I transcribed both the A and B texts onto the same document side by
side and looked for all of the discrepancies. From the comparison between the two versions, I
was able to find the one that not only fit my ideas about the show more but also felt like the true
version of the text. The A text of Doctor Faustus differentiates itself with its stronger comedy.
The humor in the A text snaps and clicks with intelligent humor and more subtle dialogue. By
contrast the B text’s humor feels obvious and contrived, and crass in its presentation. Marlowe
understands comedy very well, and the A text felt more in his voice because of that
understanding. If I were to direct a production of this show in the future, I would continue my
work with the A text as the basis for my editing and adaptation due to its tighter length and
snappier humor.
When I was developing my approach to the world of the play I considered how the text
would interact with the Old West. I went out of my way to investigate all the ways that it could
be made to fit on a thematic level. I changed the majority of geographic references in the text to
try and divorce it from Germany as a location so that it wouldn’t confuse the audience with a
muddled setting. The latter half of the show where Faustus visits the court of Charlemagne and
the Vatican was left untouched since those sections still lined up with the characters’ travels. I
made these changes at the suggestion of my directing advisor since the audience already had a lot
of layers to contend with, and the original location clashed with the Old West. If my approach
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was to root the play in the American West entirely, I should have taken the adaptation further.
Watching the show from a distance made me realize that apart from a few strong scenes, the
majority of the location changes went over people's heads as the show was unintentionally
ambiguous about where and when things were happening.
I decided against having an intermission for the production very early on. I feel that a
break in the action gives the audience an opportunity to disconnect from the show. While longer
shows need intermissions for the consideration of audience members, I wanted Faustus to feel
relentless. When making cuts to the show, I made sure to keep in mind the run time of the
material at each step. I managed to get the show down to an hour and forty minutes. Despite my
efforts to keep the show tight, however, there were challenges to the pacing that I didn’t
understand how to solve until after we received the KCACTF response to the show.
Faustus is episodic in nature, with each moment of the play being a scene that has little
connection to the next. The KCACTF respondents pointed out that the play is structured as a
series of vignettes. Scenes in the show are episodic and don’t carry momentum over from one to
the next. The transitional elements weren’t present because the writing of the text is self lacks in
connective tissue. When directing Marlowe’s original Doctor Faustus, it's important to create a
narrative that links one scene to the next through transitional elements so that the momentum of
the story isn’t slowed by the disjointed scene structure.
There is little to no narrative throughline between the scenes for Faustus’s journey.
There is a thematic throughline composed of snapshots to illustrate his downfall at different
points. The lack of a clear and steady progression hurts the audience’s experience because
they’re asked to make logical leaps as to what happens in the intervening years between each
scene. By not including an intermission I was attempting to manufacture a structure that was
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counter to how the show was written. While Doctor Faustus has a strong thematic arc that
clearly illustrates changes in the character over the course of the play, the narrative arc that the
audience will grasp onto is less clear. It falls to the director to unify the themes of the play with
the action onstage, otherwise the audience will find it hard to connect. Transitions need to be
treated as if they are scenes in and of themselves. By giving the transitions narrative weight you
keep the attention of the audience and the momentum of the action throughout the show.
When cutting material from the text, there were a lot of small pieces that were extraneous
to my approach. The epilogue, for example, presented a moral lesson that felt like an obligatory
disclaimer in order to validate a show about demons and damnation as being in line with the
Christian doctrine of the time. Even if I knew nothing about Marlowe or Doctor Faustus, it
would still be apparent that the epilogue was out of line with the themes in the rest of the show.
Additional cuts were made to Act I, scene I, in which Cornelius and Valdes offer Faustus
the magic book that he needs to summon spirits. As we were working the scene on Sunday,
November 4, a week before tech, I noticed that the scene was dragging significantly. Nothing of
real value was being gained. Faustus was already convinced he wanted to practice magic, albeit
with some trepidation, and Cornelius and Valdes were already convinced to give him what he
was after. We started to cut down lines and the scene began to flow much smoother. In
retrospect, I would have cut the scene with Cornelius and Valdes altogether, as I believe they
were introduced more as plot devices than a meaningful agent of action in the show.
While Faustus’s decline of character is clear, there are moments of the show that feel
redundant. Act IV Scene II, in which Faustus entertains the Duke and Duchess of Vanholt in his
study is an example of this redundancy. The scene echoes the same intent that Faustus has in his
interactions with the Emperor, and didn’t bring any new character developments to the table
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while also bloating the cast size even further. I considered keeping the scene in, but couldn’t find
a value in it that would have made it important to the story I was telling. I stand by my choice to
cut the scene, though other directors might find something in it that I didn’t when developing
their own approach to the show.
There are some scenes that I left in the play that I would have cut if given a second pass,
such as Act IV, Scene I, in which Faustus visits the court of Charles V. The scene communicates
a similar narrative as the Vatican scene at the start of Act III but has less comedy. Faustus
bending to the Emperor didn’t illustrate a step down in his descent to pettiness. As I look back on
the scene, there’s nothing unique in how it furthers the story of the show. While there is dramatic
value in Act IV, Scene I, my approach didn’t require it to further the narrative I was trying to
convey.
The one cut I wish I made above all others was in Act V scene I with the Old Man. It’s
very obvious from the text that the Old Man is either an agent of, or is, God Himself. The
moment that the character appears is the one instance of Heaven trying to directly intervene on
behalf of Faustus’s soul. The character of the Good Angel is a representation of Faustus
conscience in my approach, while the Old Man clearly exists outside of the Doctor’s mind. The
problem is that in the play, Heaven is a distant and absentee force, save for that one scene. My
approach to the character of Faustus was that he felt abandoned and judged by his God. I should
have leaned into my approach and literally made God absent from the play, at least physically, if
not eliminate the part altogether. I thought it was important to keep the section with the Old Man
because it showed how far Faustus had fallen by giving him one last chance to redeem himself,
only to turn away yet again. In my approach, I could have made a sharper point by cutting that
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section of the scene and allowing Faustus to wrestle with his choices on his own as he has been
abandoned by God.
Faustus’ signing of a second contract under threat from Mephistopheles was another
point of redundancy that could have been eliminated. The moment shows he's a coward in the
face of reprisal from Hell, which is something already established in his scene with Lucifer and
the Seven Deadly Sins. If a director chooses to cut the second infernal contract from the text,
then Faustus only waivers with his choice through the internal struggle of the Good and Evil
Angels, as opposed to bending to intimidation.
I stand by my conclusions about cutting the Duke of Vanholt, among other scenes from
the show even though it would have meant a much shorter telling of the story. Watching Faustus
perform party tricks or prank people using magic only drives the narrative forward if the
repetition escalates or changes meaningfully from scene to scene. What the original text shows is
an anticlimax of corruption as the character goes from punching the Pope in the face, to playing a
practical joke on a knight, to acting as a glorified party host who gets exotic food for a pair of
nobles. Perhaps if those scenes were rearranged in reverse order they might build the story more.
While the relative innocence of Faustus’s crimes is intentional on Marlowe’s part in order to
drive home how disproportionate his punishment is, that point comes at the sacrifice of dramatic
build in the action. When working with the text of Faustus you need to weigh what a scene gives
to the show against the resources that it takes away from other parts of the show.

The Language of the Play
When it came to editing the dialogue, I attempted to keep the language of the play as close to the
original text as I could. Marlowe evokes specific imagery with his dialogue, particularly in the
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moments where Faustus directly confronts the Angels or Mephistopheles. I kept the verse the
same and didn’t make any attempt to update the language for a modern audience apart from
cutting out some anachronistic names and places.

Visual Establishment of Character and World
What I came to realize in reflection was that Faustus’s place in the world was never established
visually. In my mind, he was a modern-day Greek hero, an educated gentleman with the greatest
mind on earth, a laundry list of accomplishments. In terms of costume design, we portrayed him
as a wealthy gentleman to reflect his status. But neither the set nor the costume design placed
Faustus in the setting with a firm visual allegory the audience could latch onto. Faustus’s role as
a doctor isn’t emphasized in the script beyond exposition about what he had already
accomplished in his medical career. The audience never sees Faustus working on a cure for
illness or treating a patient. The social role that the Doctor fills is bound up in his status as a
Renaissance man, not a healer. The challenge in visually representing Faustus on stage in any
setting is that there isn’t a concrete image in our minds of what the archetypal Renaissance man
is supposed to look like. When approaching the character of Faustus, the director needs to have a
definitive answer for what role the character plays in the society he lives in, and how that can be
clearly displayed in visuals through the design elements of costumes and set pieces.

Developing a Holistic Approach
I developed the analysis and the approach to the show separately. What I’ve come to understand
about the process is that you can’t do one without the other. In analyzing material, a director
interprets that material. In developing an interpretation a director analyzes the elements in play.
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While analysis is a critical investigation of material from an objective standpoint, it can never be
completely divorced from subjective viewpoints. By treating the analysis and approach as two
different things I manufactured a disconnect between what the play said and what I took away
from it.
There needs to be a synthesis of analysis and approach, with the two combined in order to
provide the clearest picture of what the play is saying and why it’s saying it to the director.
While it’s important to know the difference between a theatrical analysis and a directorial
approach from an organizational standpoint, treating them as separate concerns divides a
director’s attention by creating a false barrier that blocks interpretation.
During the writing process, the approach to the show got away from me. Doctor Faustus
became less about what the play was telling me, and more about what I could do that looked
cool. The focus that I demonstrated in my analysis fell away until I had created three different
layers of abstraction in a show that normally has one. The first layer of abstraction in my
production was the setting and language inherent to the text. We no longer live in medieval
Germany or Renaissance England, so the audience has to contend with many of the same issues
as they would for a Shakespeare play. I also introduced the setting of the Old West on top of the
text, as well as a purgatorial Hell inside Faustus’s. Any idea about setting can be made to work
with Doctor Faustus if you clearly define to the audience what is happening and why, but you
have to present those ideas one at a time, rather than attempting to showcase them all at once.
A director has the option to go further in adapting Faustus, beyond the choice to cut
scenes of lines of dialogue. A full adaptation has the advantage of being exactly how the
contemporary writer wants to present the show. However for myself, I feel like something would
have been lost had I decided to rewrite scenes or generate new ones, since a large part of my
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attraction to the script is the language. I could have gone farther in my adaptation of the material
without losing the elements of the script that made it special to me, but it would have been a fine
line to tow, and another layer of planning and work that I didn’t believe I was ready for.
The simple story takes precedence over every directing choice made. The audience
doesn’t get to see a director’s homework; they only get to see what you put on stage. In focusing
the analysis and directorial approach to the material through the lens of that simple narrative, you
ensure that people connect with what you put in front of them, rather than unravel a mystery
about what they’re watching and why.
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Chapter 3
Working Well with Actors

There’s no aspect of theater that I’m more comfortable with or better versed in than acting. My
familiarity with acting provides me with distinct advantages while working with actors. I know
how an actor thinks, what they feel they need, and how to get more out of them than they think
possible. But while having a deep understanding of acting can be beneficial to a director, it can
also create a safety net that will take focus away from the director. Good directors balance the
needs of their cast with the demands of the show. Directors must set clear expectations for their
actors, and create a nurturing environment where the cast can trust that they are safe to be
vulnerable onstage.
Casting a show is the first step in creating a good environment for actors to work in, and
is something I’ve grown adept at during my time in the directing program. Watching my peers
and instructors negotiate collectively to create the best shows possible has taught me a lot about
what to consider. In preparing for Doctor Faustus’s casting, I focused on filling the five primary
roles in the show: Faustus, Mephistopheles, Robin, Rafe, and Wagner. The ensemble would be
composed of whoever remained once the dust settled. I came away from the table with a great
lineup. Sawyer Hudson, whose physical presence and relaxed demeanor was perfect for the
Doctor. Riley Olson, whose high status poise and polished presence was a logical choice for my
version of Mephistopheles. I had worked with them both before. I knew what they were capable
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of, and I knew how to challenge them. The remainder of the main cast and ensemble was also
tight, and I felt that I had gotten the best-case scenario given the casting restrictions of our small
audition pool that semester.

Building Trust
On Thursday, September 6, we had our first cast meeting, where I laid the groundwork for the
most important principle in the relationship between a director and actors. Trust. Trust is a
difficult thing to foster in an ensemble composed primarily of freshman theater majors. Add the
unfamiliar dialogue of Elizabethan verse to the unusual setting of the Old West, and it would be
easy for any cast to be overwhelmed. On our first meeting, we went through the usual
introductions as well as why each cast member was involved in theater, and what they hoped to
get out of the process. I then presented them with my number one rule in working with actors. I
would never ask them to do anything on stage that I would not do myself. I presented myself as a
companion and advocate for any challenges they would face during the production. By fostering
trust among my cast, I was able to ease a lot of the nerves regarding the complexity of the
language and the chosen setting.
The nurturing approach I took to working with the actors helped me work with my lead
actor through some difficult moments during the production. After the designer run, I had a
litany of notes that needed to be delivered. There were a lot of disconnects for the audience, both
in the staging and in the actions of the characters. Faustus has many direct addresses to the
audience in the show, and it was challenging to understand what actions he was taking in relation
to the audience, as well as what the nature of that relationship was. I came to the conclusion that,
since the world of the play in our production was set in Faustus’s personal purgatory, the only
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thing in the space were representations of himself. The audience, therefore, was a facet of
Faustus that he needed to problem solve with in order to assuage his doubts about heaven and
hell. The Doctor was his own litigator, pleading his case to his own better judgment.
On Sunday, November 4, I talked to Sawyer about this change in perspective. He didn’t
take it well at first. The change in approach to the audience was jarring for him. I stepped out to
talk with him after rehearsal and see where his head was at. Sawyer felt like he was drowning
under the pressure of the show. I explained to him that I was going through something similar
and that he wasn’t alone in feeling overwhelmed. He agreed to do his best to make the changes,
and if I hadn’t had that talk with him outside of rehearsal, he wouldn’t have trusted me enough to
take all the changes in stride. Sometimes going the extra mile to ensure that your actors are
alright is what you need to do.
Often in theater, there’s a moment where the trust that a director has built with their cast
is put to the test. On our second to last run before opening, my directing advisor sat in and
watched what we had done since the designer run. The next morning I received a mound of notes
for both the staging and the actors, including major changes like dropping the Western accent for
Faustus. I divided the notes up to the appropriate people and sent them out, knowing that it
would seem like a betrayal to some of them.
Where I went wrong in this regard is that I failed to set a very important expectation. I
reserve the right to change things right up until the opening night. As a director, I believe it’s my
job to improve whatever possible up to that point and that an actor’s job is to execute that to the
best of their ability, as I would expect no less from myself were the positions reversed. But
through the oversight of projecting my own work ethic as an actor for granted without sharing
that with the actors, I left them unprepared to receive so much feedback with so little time to
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prepare for. When the evening came and rehearsal began, my Faustus asked to speak to the cast
alone, which I honored. He later revealed that for that last rehearsal, he would try and
incorporate the notes given, but that if he didn’t feel safe he would have told me so and refused
to work them in. He told the cast that they had trusted my vision thus far and that they should try
and see it through.
I was honored that he would tell me those things and that he trusted me enough to tell me
no if he felt he had to. Fortunately, the changes were made as best as they could be under the
time constraints, and the show was better for it. Sawyer would later go on to tell me that while it
was stressful for him, the experience taught him where his limits as an actor were. He resolved
that given a similar situation again, he would still try his best. What enabled my Faustus to take
the notes I had given him despite his reservations was the trust he had placed in me.
If there is one actor who demonstrates the positive effects of this type of connection
within my production of Faustus, it’s Patrick Holland, who played Robin. I knew I was going to
cast Patrick from the beginning. I had worked with him for two years prior to the show and was
aware of his challenges in connecting to scene partners and dropping into a character. From my
experiences with him, I came to the conclusion that Patrick doesn’t work in a manner that is
taught to the majority of actors at the university. So I approached working with him from a
physical standpoint rather than an aural one. I stepped into his world, used the language he could
latch onto, and formed a connection between him and his character from the outside in. This
wasn’t the type of acting work that I was accustomed to, but it was what he needed to craft his
character. I understand that not every circumstance allows a director to adapt as far as I did with
Patrick. But it was important to me that my cast put their best work on stage and that meant
adapting to the individual in places where they were different from the rest of the cast. In
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nurturing Patrick through adapting to his needs and supporting him with feedback that made
sense to his way of thinking, I was able to get a performance from him that I otherwise wouldn’t
have.
The takeaway from all of the trust building and shared exploration of the character is that
nurturing actors is the most important thing you can do in defining your directorial relationship
to them. When actors feel nurtured and supported, they have the comfort to take risks onstage.
Actors work harder for you and they don’t shut down when something doesn’t go as planned.
Nurturing also fosters a greater sense of community by encouraging a cast to take care of each
other, rather than just themselves. Nurturing a cast is, to my mind, the responsibility of every
director. While it may not be a personal level of care, there has to be professional care that lets
the actors know they are safe and supported in their work. Other directors may go about it
differently than I do, and it’s likely easier in the professional theater where the actors are more
experienced in handling their challenges, but nonetheless, I feel it needs to be emphasized more
in our work as artists.

Teaching the Text
Teaching young actors was a closely related skill that I exhibited during production. Much of the
ensemble were either freshman, or had never performed in a show at the university before. Many
of them lacked confidence on stage and felt shaky with the language of the play. My goal was to
empower the ensemble with a sense of agency about their work and a working knowledge of the
text that they could use to inform their performances through a close reading of the script. By the
end of table work, they were able to analyze their own dialogue and use it to formulate character
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choices. By our eighth day of table work, on Wednesday, October 24, the cast had finished out
their script work and I had reviewed all of it.
My approach to the table work through a close reading of the text was the same as it
would have been had I been directing a Shakespeare piece. The majority of the work for the actor
lies in understanding the language being employed. While Marlowe’s Faustus is a far cry from
Shakespeare, the dialogue is written with a similar level of intent and evocation behind it. The
words are structured precisely to elicit specific imagery in the minds of the audience. By
understanding all of the literary and poetic devices used, the cast could better understand what
they were saying, and why they were saying it. Given that the university has an entire class
dedicated to understanding how to analyze Shakespeare, it was a lofty goal to try and pack it into
two weeks of table work, but for much of the cast, it was a success. Of particular note were Leah
Rowse and Maddie Halvorson, two ensemble members, whose deliberate emphasis on the
correct words in their lines gave the speech clarity of intent that communicated exactly what they
wanted and why.
The table work process for Faustus and Mephistopheles extended outside of regularly
scheduled rehearsals with biweekly character conferences. I made it clear that this wasn’t
something the actors had to do, but that I felt the extra time would be very helpful in developing
their characters. Sawyer and Riley took to the work well. We covered the relationship between
Faustus and Mephistopheles, what each of them needed to gain out of the other, and how their
circumstances shaped the actions they were taking. It was fulfilling work and allowed us to
imagine how a supernatural character could be humanized. The largest struggle was keeping the
throughline of a consistent super-objective for Faustus. I hadn’t realized it then, but the narrative
structure of the show is very disjointed, with location and time jumping throughout.
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We knew that Faustus was running away from the fears and pain of an existential crisis
about the nature of heaven being set against his human condition. The core of Faustus’s character
revolves around despair, and every action he takes is either in an effort to escape that despair or
to give in to it. But the way in which he used Mephistopheles and the powers they granted gave
us an idea. What if Faustus was a user who treated magic and the hedonistic experiences it
granted as a drug? Through this metaphor, Sawyer had something tangible that he could work off
of when exploring his scenes. It was an important discovery, and one that would have changed
my approach to the entire play had I discovered it sooner.

Setting Expectations
As proud as I am of the work I did in supporting my cast, I have self-criticisms as well. In setting
the expectations for actor preparation during our first cast meeting, I was too lenient. If a student
is attending school to become an actor, they should be treated with the expectations that a
professional actor would be subject to. When I set the off-book date for two weeks into the
rehearsal process, I was being too easy on them. We cast the show a full month ahead of our first
rehearsal, and there was a week-long break in between that first meeting and rehearsal. Apart
from Faustus and Mephistopheles, there wasn’t a single character with more than a couple of
pages of dialogue. Any professional would have been expected to be off book before the first day
of rehearsal given those circumstances, and it is what I would have demanded of myself had I
been part of the cast.
When I made the promise that I would never ask the cast to do anything that I wouldn’t
be comfortable doing as an actor, I should have realized that promise was a two-way street.
Instead, I gutted my expectations because I was afraid of terrifying an ensemble with so little
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experience. It was the wrong call. Had I been stricter in setting higher expectations for them from
the outset, my actors would have been much better prepared for rehearsals, and I could have
focused my attention on other parts of the show that had greater need. There’s a balance between
being nurturing and being a firm leader. While I’ll always want to lean toward making people
feel safe and welcome, it’s important to keep in mind that pushing your cast to do their best work
isn’t mutually exclusive to creating a positive environment. The key to keeping yourself and
your cast accountable is to set clear expectations about the work ethic from the beginning.

Rice 38

Chapter 4
Communication

A director is the center of an engine that has innumerable moving pieces. Keeping the engine of
the show running is only accomplished through clear and constant communication between the
production team, the cast, and the crew. Designers and actors aren’t mind readers, and unless you
communicate the visual you’re trying to create to them, they will only be able to present their
best guess on stage, rather than the collaborative images that everyone is working toward. There
is also a certain amount of oversight needed from the director, to ensure that everyone is on the
same page. There’s a delicate balance between verifying that everything is understood by the
needed parties, and second guessing people’s decisions.
Clearly communicating a director’s needs and wants to the production team can be
difficult. Doctor Faustus is a show of tremendous scale with a lot of moving parts. The designers
I worked with were almost entirely faculty, the budget was larger, and the cast size was
enormous in comparison to the three-person shows I had directed previously. I allowed myself to
be afraid of saying things that were contrary to what the designers presented me with because I
didn’t want to step on their toes. Reflecting on the process now, I realize that they were looking
for feedback so that their work better reflected my vision, and that it was my lack of confidence
in that vision that prevented me from speaking up.

Rice 39
Setting Expectations and the Logistics of a Large Cast
I started out in the theater as an actor, so of all the areas regarding communication, working with
actors felt the most natural to me. However, I was afraid that if I set my expectations to the
standard by which I judge myself as a performer, the cast would be intimidated and leave the
show, and I would have no one left to replace them with. While I worked with many dedicated
and talented actors during the production, I didn’t have faith that they would prepare as a
professional would with regard to memorization and character work.
The poor time allocation of tablework was another problem during production. Due to the
difficulty of Elizabethan verse for new actors, I spent valuable time combing over every scene
with them to make sure they knew what they were saying and why. Some of that work was
needed, even for the experienced actors. The issue was that I never moved on from the language
and character actions during the table work process, which meant that none of the time spent
contributed to blocking the show until after tablework ended. It’s important to trust your actors to
do their job, even if you know they’re inexperienced. As long as a director lets adequately
communicate to their cast what their duties are, and what information they need in order to
perform, they can focus on directing rather than coaching.
At the tail end of dress rehearsals, I received notes from my directing advisor about all of
the areas that needed attention, with the understanding that I wouldn’t be able to fix everything. I
took in the notes and began passing on those notes to the actors. I knew it would be a difficult
job to incorporate them into the show so late in the game, but I considered it my responsibility to
try. Most of the actors took it with a grain of salt but the man who played Faustus, Sawyer
Hudson, found the notes extremely stressful to integrate. I felt awful for having sent the notes to
him not as his director but as a friend who was asking so much of an already stressed individual.
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This point is where my lead actor and I differ in our view of acting responsibilities. As an actor, I
feel it’s my duty to incorporate the notes of my director no matter when they are given, which is
not to say I will do successfully, but I will at least try. Sawyer believed notes given that late in
the process weren’t proper. Understanding his position, I told the entire cast that it was their
choice. The actors were going up on stage and performing in front of an audience so the risk of
using the notes I gave was theirs to take. I was fully prepared for them to respectfully decline and
go with what we had previously done, but they trusted me enough to try.
That speech may not have been needed. However, had I set the expectation that as the
director I reserve the right to make changes all the way up to before opening night, things mights
have gone more smoothly. I couldn’t have foreseen the laundry list of notes I received at the
outset of rehearsal, but at least they would have understood from the beginning that they were to
try even if it was late in the process. Holding actors to the same standard to which you would
hold yourself is the only way to make sure that you are doing right by them.

Communicating with a Stage Manager
Doctor Faustus was the first instance of my working with a stage manager in such an integral
fashion. The previous shows I had directed were all small enough that I could keep track of
everything myself, with the stage manager acting as a safety net to keep me on track in the event
I forgot something. But given the size of Faustus, I relied much more heavily on my SM than I
had in the past. Utilizing my SM more actively was helpful, since it freed me up to address other
concerns instead of worrying as much about the organization of the production. The two of us sat
down multiple times to develop the rehearsal schedule and revise it as needed. The problem lay
in my decision to let the channels of communication be delivered through her too often, trusting
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that what I told her to relay was getting to the right members of the production team. And in a
professional situation, that would have likely been acceptable. But my stage manager had
difficulties communicating to the production team, which led to designers being shocked by
changes that, to them, were sudden but to me, I had addressed days or even weeks in advance.
Trusting the stage manager to do their job is essential if you want to have a successful
working relationship with them. No one wants a director peeking over their shoulders. But it is
important to verify that everything related to the organization and communication of the
production is getting out to the right people.

Communicating with Designers
Communicating with the designers is another instance where the scale of Faustus was
challenging for me. Having never worked with a costume designer on anything but contemporary
clothes, I wasn’t sure what my costume designer was looking for beyond what I had written in
my approach, as I had only worked with one on a small scale, contemporary production before.
After my first meeting, I had a much better idea of what to present. My costume designer
looked for the concrete visual allegories that allowed the character to fit within their world.
While I’m skilled at using evocative language to describe the look of a character, my use of
language isn’t solidly rooted in tactile and visual senses that costume design needs in order to
understand how to translate a character from the approach to design. On our second meeting, I
had a much better idea of what the designer was looking for and came prepared with a larger set
of new slides that established the Old West allegory for all the characters in more detail. From
then on, the costume design clicked perfectly as far as I was concerned. Everything they
designed felt right to me.
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My meetings with my set and lighting designer also went smoothly. He immediately
keyed into the abstract and stylized world that I was going for in my approach when it came to
lighting. In terms of set design, we went back and forth between a couple of versions of the set in
regard to the central altar, but the backdrop and structure of the pueblo church were in place from
the start of our conversations. At each point, the designers gave me what I asked for, and I got to
see that represented onstage.
The main failure of communication on my part didn’t come up until technical rehearsal.
First, I had scheduled for the trailer for our production to be filmed the morning of tech before
the run. This was a huge disservice to the costume team who needed all the time they were
allotted to make sure that changes happened smoothly. In trying to shoot a trailer when I should
have been allowing the technical crew to fine tune things, I stressed everyone out.
The next communication issue was in providing feedback during tech rehearsal regarding
changes that the designers were making. This was a case of my thinking they didn’t want my
feedback because whatever change they felt they needed to make must have been for a good
reason. Professor Larry Larsen, my lighting designer, altered light levels across several scenes
and I approved of each change. The issue was that I didn’t give any feedback on the changes he
implemented so he was left to guess as to whether or not what he was doing worked. A similar
situation happened with the costume for the Old Man. The costume designer (Professor Gregory
Pulver) felt that the Old Man didn’t stand out enough from the backdrop of the set, and so he
added rhinestones and gold trim to the costume. I had no problem with the idea, but later he told
me that I should have questioned him about the choice, as it clashed too much with everything
else on stage.
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Communicating with the sound designer presented a different challenge in the form of
my actively distancing myself from all but the most critical feedback. I normally sound design all
of my shows. I was afraid that I would step on the student designer’s toes if I pushed too hard.
This led to me telling him to cut or drop the levels of over half the cues because they weren’t
lining up with the action onstage.
When you’re a director, you are the center of a vast machine that all turns around you. If
the director isn’t organized or doesn’t know what they’re doing in a given moment, the team
around you can only guess at what they think should happen. In order to be a strong leader of
production, a director needs to be confident. Trust but verify the plans of the production team to
make sure everyone is on the same page, and give constant feedback so people know if they’re
on the right track with your vision. A director needs to set expectations early and clearly so they
may trust the people they’re working with will do their jobs so long as the lines of
communication stay open.
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Chapter 5
Moments of Visual Clarity and Storytelling

Directing fundamentals become more important the more challenging a script is to work with.
Material with clearly defined structure, grounded locations and characters is easier to portray
than material whose structure of grounding is nebulous or inconsistent. When a director
approaches Faustus, they need to keep the fundamentals of emphasis, picturization, and tempo in
their minds at all times, because it’s easy to get lost in the text when so much is occurring at
once. Having a clear understanding of the Hell of Faustus is depicted is a key piece of the puzzle,
since Hell is an ever-present force within the show. Knowing when and how to place focus on a
particular character is pivotal in scenes where there are massive amounts of people on stage.
Overcoming static dialogue that exists as pure exposition is another challenge of the text. And
directing comedy within the play requires an understanding of basic comedic timing and
structure. My stage pictures of Doctor Faustus illustrate these important fundamental
considerations, and I hope that they are used as an example of how to use the basic tools at every
director’s disposal to achieve meaningful moments of visual storytelling.
There are stage pictures of visual clarity in my production of Faustus that captured the
exact thought or feeling I was trying to achieve. While my mental health during the rehearsal
process disrupted my directing, those special moments where everything clicked remind me that
I have a strong grasp on the fundamentals of directing. Watching the rest of the show that lay
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between those moments of clarity was hard. It was as if I had jettisoned everything I knew about
visual storytelling. The production overall may not have been an adequate portrayal of my
capabilities as a director but the stage pictures where I got it right gave a glimpse of what I
would have been capable of had I been healthy during the production.

Depicting Hell
When I considered how to open the show, I wanted to create a visual ritual that the demons
would enact with Faustus that would set the tone of the play before the chorus spoke. This ritual
invocation illustrated that Faustus was in Hell without needing any dialogue while also
foreshadowing the demonic circus elements later in the show. My approach to the play was set in
a purgatory-like surreal world where everything that existed came from the soul of Faustus. The
play was Faustus’s punishment, as he is repeatedly forced to relive the choices that brought him
to Hell. I crafted a ritual around the prologue that showed the demons filing out behind Faustus,
manipulating his body until they all had a hand tearing away at him. His head is pointed up
toward the sky, while he sits on his knees as if he was dragged down by the clutch of demons
that now envelope him. I came to call this stage picture the sculpture. The image evokes a
diamond set in a piece of jewelry. Faustus looks like a stone tortured by the metal scraping
against him. There is downward motion conveyed in the visual, even when the actors freeze
during the scene, due to the way that the demons pull Faustus downward from every side.
When the demons begin to surround Faustus at the end of the play, I wanted them to form
that same image. By echoing the sculpture at the beginning of the show, the visual gave a sense
of finality as things came full circle. The audience is made to understand that this is Faustus’s
punishment. What makes this moment work is that the punishment captured in the sculpture is so
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specific in its implication about what Faustus goes through. Other parts of the play may have
been unclear when the world of the play is a purgatorial Hell and when it’s the Old West, but in
that ending picture, it was clear. The beginning and ending pictures both frame Faustus’s Hell as
a static existence that he only gets to step out of when his story is being told. The difference
between the ending and beginning sculptures is how they’re framed. The first image is Faustus
and the demons, while the second has a trinity of Lucifer, Mephistopheles and the Old Man
looking down at him and one by one leaving the picture. Faustus lives in a world where God is
either absent or standing in judgment of humanity. Having two lords of Hell and the
metaphorical representation of God all abandoning him to sit with his choices was the worst
punishment he could receive.
Reflecting on this image taught me that when I work through a visual moment that is
clear in my head I can produce stunning images. I have a firm grasp of how to capture movement
when an actor is still. Creating the image also reinforced my love of echoing moments within a
play, since the differences and similarities between two parallel moments can tell a complete
story with only two moments. It’s also important to represent Hell in a visual way for the
audience so that Faustus punishment is a visceral experience rather than an abstract concept. A
director may choose to obscure Hell as much as possible, so that the terror of the place is what
the audience doesn’t see. Or a director can choose to go with a more effects-heavy version using
set pieces and projections, but for my approach the use of the physical bodies of demons to
sculpt the visual felt more organic to a Hell that’s composed of a man’s soul. (See Figure 1,
“Demon Sculpture,” on page 70.)
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Directing Emphasis
Act II, scene III is a challenging scene to plan for a director. The logistics of having ten people
onstage at the same time meant we had to rehearse it at very specific times as the entire cast was
only at rehearsal together once a week for the majority of the process. When it came to blocking
the actual scene, though, I found that it staged itself. The seven deadly sins have a hierarchy
implicit in their character, with each one having clearly defined status between each other. I
placed the lowest status character, Sloth, on the lowest point relative to everyone else by having
her lay down in the center staircase upstage. She was also the furthest back, which allowed me to
obscure her from emphasis until the moment her bit came. Pride was in the clearest spot onstage,
positioned down left near Faustus. Wrath and Lust were positioned upstage to fill out the halfcircle. Gluttony across from Pride on stage right, and Envy as far downstage right as I could get
them in order to have them actively disengaged from the action of the others.
All of their positions fit together like a puzzle. Had I had that clear an idea about the
characters and relationships throughout the rest of the show, the job would have been much
simpler. It was the clarity of who the seven deadly sins were to me, and how they were
represented as a freakshow circus act, that allowed me to have that understanding.
The seven deadly sins scene has an implicit build from one beat to the next. Each of the
sins introduces themselves, makes a show of who they are, and then insults or dismisses Faustus.
The other advantage is that in combining the archetype of a sin’s personality with a specific
visual allegory like a freakshow, the jokes write themselves. Pride is a strongman, so he’ll show
off his strength. Gluttony is the fat lady and will try to eat Faustus. Envy is the Bearded Lady, so
the reveal of her beard is something that has to be teased before Faustus sees it. But Sloth is the
one I knew would be the showstopper, and while she comes second to last before Lust, I consider
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her the punchline of the scene, and I called back to the joke of her slow motion movement when
she exited the scene.
I’m proud of this moment in the show because of how I chose to reveal the characters
from moment to moment. I directed the emphasis to whichever sin was interacting with Faustus
and away from all the others at each point. Greed was on stilts and stood on the highest point of
the stage yet no one focused on her until she speaks. This scene is a good example of how a
director can smoothly focus people’s attention in the magician-like way (see Figure 2, “Seven
Deadly Sins,” on page 71).
Act II, scene III was also the moment in which the world of the play was most clearly
laid out visually as part of the Old West. The visual allegory was direct between what the
characters were in the text and what they were presented as in the show. It sparked my
imagination when I saw Gregory’s costume designs, and I feel it sparked the imagination of the
audience in the same way. I implemented every fundamental aspect of directing I knew in that
one scene.

Overcoming Static Dialogue
Act II, scene I takes place in the Vatican, as Faustus and Mephistopheles crash the Pope’s
chambers to ruin the feast of Saint Peter. Just before the Pope arrives, Mephistopheles turns the
pair invisible and we have an easy slapstick game to play from then on. But there is a large
chunk of text before the Pope and friars enter in which the pair recount all the places they’ve
been in the intervening time between the last scene and now. While the references to all the
mythological and historical locations listed by Faustus might be interesting in an academic sense,

Rice 49
making it visually evocative was challenging. I tried several different variations on blocking the
scene in which Faustus illustrated all the places they’d been but none of it felt genuine.
The point that interested me wasn’t the adventures they had off stage and what that
exposition meant for the story, but rather how their relationship changed over the course of their
travels together. The crux of Faustus’s monologue is that they did wonderous things, as if he was
telling the audience, “You should have been there.” But that type of exposition isn’t compelling
to me since it doesn’t move the characters forward, just the events of what passed between them.
For moments like this, a director needs to figure out what their hook is into the action of the
moment, and how they can use their hook to turn a scene of static dialogue into something
active.
During auditions, I was leaning toward casting Mephistopheles as a woman because I see
the character as seductive, and I feel that feminine energy is more easily aligned to seduction in
our society. There is also a pseudo-sexual phrasing in much of the dialogue between Faustus and
Mephistopheles. But until that point in the show, I hadn’t found many opportunities where I
could physicalize the seduction of the character visually as a representation of how he was being
corrupted spiritually. I told the actors to use each location mentioned in the dialogue as a
metaphor for a body part on the other person. After making sure they were consenting and
comfortable with that approach we mapped out each point of the text in that fashion and it
immediately conveyed that their relationship had gone from master-servant to something sexual.
I had insisted on an altar in the middle of the stage during the set design process. I wanted
an elevated platform so that the actors could play with levels to seize power in a scene while also
having to work around the obstacle of an elevated plane in the middle of the floor. And while
moments like the previously mentioned sculpture scene at the prologue and end of the show
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made use of the altar as a ritual space, its use as the Pope’s bed made the altar a grounded set
piece with a clear and understandable function during the scene as opposed to a nebulous
obstacle. When Mephistopheles pulls Faustus down to his knees, it becomes clear that the area is
representing a bed. This is the one time in the show where I used the altar as a surrogate set
piece, like black box furniture, and I wish I had found other moments to incorporate it as
something more than a magical ritual site or a nebulous raised surface.
The great thing about having Mephistopheles and Faustus engage in polite foreplay
during this scene is that the Pope had to come in at some point which meant they don’t get to go
further. There is a clear build-up and release of tension in a blue-balls joke, and the simple story
of that joke is conditioned in a modern audience already. Mephistopheles is the first to mention
that the Pope is coming for the feast, so she had to be the one to stop Faustus from taking their
flirtation further, which fit with the joke yet again. As she delicately pulls him off to her side and
flops him down, while Faustus lays flat on his back in frustration, the visual chest heaving sigh
was the perfect cap to the moment.
I had used the trick of mapping out dialogue on a character’s body to create a scene of
comedic seduction before, in the one-act play I directed my first year within the grad program.
The reason I went back to the idea is that it is one of the easiest ways to take non-kinetic
dialogue and turn it into dynamic action. Moments of stillness where two characters are talking
with no real movement are sometimes needed, but in those instances the tension has to come
from the dialogue. There are plenty of moments in Doctor Faustus where information is being
conveyed about what happened to the pair on their adventures, but no real conflict or objective is
being pursued. The lines in this scene are exposition for the benefit of the audience. Finding a
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simple way to change that exposition into a form of direct interaction is a fun challenge that
directors will need to overcome. (See Figure 3, “Denied,” on page 72.)

Directing the Comedy of Faustus
The comedic scenes in Doctor Faustus were those I directed best. I have a strong grasp on the
mechanics of comedy, which also means that I’m more confident in staging it. The other reason
for the relative strength of the comedic moments compared to the rest of the play is that I set
them all within one world. Much of my production took place in multiple layers of worlds, with
the purgatory-type Hell of Faustus being a surreal space while the Old West was a more realistic
one. The comedy of scenes involving Robin and Rafe was set exclusively in the Old West, so
there was a clear idea about who they were and what they wanted. Directing their scenes took the
least time and effort once the mechanics of the slapstick were established.
The visual comedy of Robin and Rafe was at its peak in Act III, scene II, as they steal
from the Vintner. The two take turns hiding the silver goblet while the Vintner interrogates them,
while never seeing the goblet itself. This implies a game of keepaway to be played out visually.
Robin and Rafe are Looney Tunes characters in my mind. They are high energy, indestructible
bumblers. In playing the two of them against the Vintner, I wanted to use that slapstick element.
I had Robin spread out his arms wide when he insisted the Vintner search him to prove his
innocence while Rafe stood back to back with him holding the goblet. Every time the Vintner
moved to examine Rafe, they would switch places so that he returned to Robin instead, hitting
the Vintner with a revolving door slap in the process. It was a classic bit that played well and
matched the action of the dialogue. (See Figure 4, “Search Me,” on page 73.)
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Depicting a Heaven
While the demon sculpture moment at the beginning and end of the show depicts my vision of
Hell in the story, the empty balcony that looms above the set is how I chose to represent Heaven.
God is a distant figure who never appears as Himself, unlike Lucifer who shows himself freely.
The presentation of the Old Man, who is the principal agent of God in the show, is the main
factor in how the audience will perceive God and Heaven, and he’s only in one moment of the
show as written. I had to find a space onstage that would be the constant representation of
Heaven when the Old Man was absent, since the Doctor’s relationship to God is critical. What
the designers and I came to was a balcony that is, apart from two scenes, empty and void of
color. Whenever Faustus referenced Heaven, I made sure to have him point to the balcony,
which communicated that space as being associated with it.
During the climax of the final scene, Faustus shouts the line “Curst be the parent that
engendered me!” (5.2.112). Biblically speaking this is the most blasphemous statement he makes
as he is either cursing his father or, as it is in my approach, God Himself. During that moment I
chose to take a pause in order to let the desperate violence of the line sink in. It stands out as the
best use of the balcony in the show because it clearly communicated the idea that Faustus is
playing to an empty throne. Despite whatever promises the Bible offers him, he is still stuck
where he is, and God is the one that put him in that position in the first place. (See Figure 5,
“Cursed,” on page 74.)
Visual storytelling is the core of what a director does, and Doctor Faustus presents
interesting obstacles that will need to be solved. By focusing on the concrete details of what a
given moment needs to convey and translating that to a visual that the audience can easily grasp,
a director can paint a clear picture of the story they’re telling. By directing focus to the characters
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that are in direct conflict with one another, a director can move the other characters wherever
they need to without distracting from the scene. A director has to discover how they want to
represent the supernatural elements of Heaven and Hell in the play, since they are the two
opposing forces that Faustus is caught between. Challenges in the static nature of the dialogue
during scenes of exposition can be overcome if a director finds a way to take those lines, and
focus them on the characters and their relationships to one another, then animate that change of
relationship physically. Doctor Faustus has many challenges to overcome, but also opportunities
for visual storytelling that few other plays do.
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Chapter 6
Working Healthy

A person’s health and happiness is more important than anything else in an individual life. If a
director doesn’t love what they’re doing, then they should consider why that is, and either search
for a new perspective on their work, or new work that appeals to their perspective. Too often in
theater, we sacrifice our well-being for the good of a production because it's important to
ourselves and those around us. But destroying yourself for the sake of art isn’t right if you want
to create art in a sustainable way. Mental health, physical health, and the coping mechanisms that
help or hinder them, are of paramount consideration when a director works on any show, and I
hope that my experiences can inform future artists as to why.
I am by no means a medical professional, and every piece of guidance I have to give in
the subject must be prefaced with this: seek professional help from a care provider, and attempt
to maintain the perspective needed to understand when that is necessary. The following
anecdotes and strategies come from my personal experience directing Doctor Faustus, and were
a key part of the journey I took in making it.

A Narrative of Declining Health
Three weeks into rehearsal, just after the conclusion of our designer run, I had an emotional
breakdown that led to me checking myself into emergency counseling services. And while I
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pulled myself together long enough to complete the run of the show, I didn’t truly recover until
after the production had been closed for several weeks.
I can pinpoint the moment that my mental health took the largest downturn during the
process. It was Wednesday, October 24. During the first official production meeting for the
show, I was informed that the designer run had to be scheduled for no later than November 1, a
full week earlier than I had initially planned it, so that the lighting and sound designers had
enough time to work. I should have planned for more time for designers in advance, but having
never worked on a show of this scale I underestimated the time needed from the designer run
onward. I finished the meeting, rescheduled all of the remaining rehearsals with my stage
manager, then had a panic attack. I had allotted very specific time increments to each scene of
the play and now found myself having half the time I had planned for many of them. While my
rescheduling of the remaining rehearsals was taken in stride by the cast, I felt like I was
drowning.
At my next advisory meeting, I thought I had it together. I wanted to prove that I could
handle the change in the way I thought a director should do. What I should have done was ask
for help. I made the needed changes to the schedule and had a plan of action for the blocking of
the show. Less than a week later, on Thursday, November 1, we had the designer run.
Watching the show for the first time, removed from being able to make changes, I saw
every single mistake in my direction. The blocking in the majority of the show was unmotivated.
The emphasis was rarely on the right person at the right time. The picturization that was meant to
illustrate the story was muddled or altogether absent except in a few places. Transitions between
scenes were non-existent. These were all notes that my advisor gave me as well. But the most
baffling aspect of the experience was that I already knew how to properly direct all of those
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aspects. I had demonstrated my skill set on numerous occasions in regard to picturization, on
organic blocking, and visual focal points. So why had I been unable to put those skills into
practice with the show?
What I hadn’t realized in the week between the production meeting and the design run
was that I had snapped. All of the pressure and expectations I had laid on myself sent me down a
hole I didn’t even know I was in. I pre-blocked all of the larger scenes of the show, only to throw
out the majority of it because I was second-guessing myself. Rehearsals had become chaotic,
despite the clearly laid-out schedule. There was no rhyme or reason to what I was doing from a
visual standpoint because I threw out my own work. I didn’t think I had either the time or ability
to execute my original vision for the scenes so I fell into the trap of attempting to block
everything off the cuff, including the scenes with a large ensemble onstage.
It was also the week where my journaling about the process took its worst turn. Rather
than the thoughtful notes that I had during the table work process, I started to doubt myself and
only see the bad in what I was doing each night. I couldn’t reflect in a positive way because my
perspective was compromised.
After the designer run, I had a good long talk with my lead actor, Sawyer Hudson, and
went to bed. In the morning I informed my advisor that I was checking myself into the school
counselor and couldn’t make it to our usual meeting that day. I made sure that I was with at least
one friend throughout the day until the counselor could see me because I was worried that I
might hurt myself if I didn’t have someone around. I received the notes from my advisor via
email and tried to fix what I could with the time that I had left. I dealt with the major issues
regarding my mental health during the counseling session, but the breakdown left me exhausted.
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When you hit rock bottom, it forces you into a new perspective. I approached the
remainder of rehearsals as best I knew how, but had to let things go when I realized some
problems weren’t going to be solved with the time we had left. If I were in a better place they
might have been, but if that were the case the problems might not have been there in the first
place.
At that point, I should have informed my advisor about my condition and asked for help.
But I was too afraid to ask because that would mean admitting that I wasn’t up to the task, and
admitting to myself just how bad things were for me. I don’t know what any instructor could
have done for me at that point, but I know that I wouldn’t have had to shoulder the burden of the
show alone.
Asking for help isn’t a weakness—especially for a show like Doctor Faustus, which has
many pitfalls in its script. An outside observer who can look at things objectively is beneficial. If
the goal is to work in a healthy and happy way, then having someone you trust to come in and
assist is a great idea. The earlier you ask for help, the more you can set yourself up for success
down the road. A second pair of eyes gives you a new lens through which you can view your
work. My poor physical and mental habits may have been the root of my problems, but they
weren’t why I didn’t ask for help. What caused me to mistrust and ignore seeking help from
others, from the start of the process, was my fear of being intellectually vulnerable. I was afraid
of being wrong.

Personal Health Challenges and Advocating for the Self
I’ve dealt with depression and anxiety for as long as I can remember. In the past, I’ve always had
a support structure that would reach out and help me when I needed it. Usually I’ve had a trusted

Rice 58
teacher or friend whom I felt I could talk to about my problems. When I came to the University
of Portland, those supports were removed, and I was unable to replace them. I was younger than
the other graduate students, each of whom had a family or life of their own, and I was older than
all of the undergraduates who viewed me as a cross between a peer and a superior. I didn’t fit,
and I wasn’t equipped to make my own way due to my personal history. I was raised in an
unstable and abusive household that failed to foster the healthy behaviors many of my colleagues
take for granted.
I tried to get off campus and meet people outside of the University, but I wasn’t able to
stick with it. It was too easy for me to stay in my room. I didn’t even realize that my
unwillingness to get out there and make connections outside the theater was part of my
depression; I just assumed it was due to the usual barriers of finances and transportation.
I distract myself whenever possible as a coping mechanism. I’m not referring to the type
of procrastination that stems from being unmotivated to do actual work—I’m referring to
distraction and denial as symptoms of depression. Because acknowledging that there’s a problem
means facing that problem. My depression is often a monster that seems impossible to deal with,
so I try and blind myself to it rather than feel consumed by it.
What I took from Faustus, after a long time away from the show, is that I had been on
borrowed time. Like a car on three wheels, I could get from point A to point B, but I couldn’t fix
the vehicle while it was in motion. My first step to healing was to stop and put myself in a
position where I could get better. If I regret one thing in learning that, it’s how long it took me to
realize it. My last semester of classes at UP suffered greatly because I didn’t understand or even
perceive the need to take a medical leave of absence.
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What I took from the experience of understanding my mental health is that I need to stop
compartmentalizing my emotions, and be kind to myself. My dependency on others as a means
of emotional and mental support can only go so far. As working artists, as human beings, we
need to be our own best advocates and not put ourselves in a position where the only way we can
create theater is to hurt ourselves in the process. Self-advocacy is the meaning of self-care.
Coming from a background of abuse, one has to learn to recognize the patterns of self-abuse that
you’re conditioned to perform and let them go, and if that means seeking professional help, then
that’s what you have to do as a responsible adult.

Physical Health
My physical health during the show was another issue that went hand in hand with my mental
well-being. Each night I would go home and think about the show for at least another hour
before going to bed. Each morning I would wake up and review my rehearsal plan. I was
thinking about the show constantly unless actively distracting myself with other things, and even
then I didn’t truly let it go. After much counseling, my doctor and I have reached the conclusion
that I have mild post-traumatic stress disorder, manifesting as a constant stressor with no
stimulus.
During the production, my high levels of stress reinforced poor eating habits. Having
grown up in a financially unstable household, I lack many of the healthy eating habits that more
affluent people have. Growing up, it was either feast or famine in my family, and the food that I
did get wasn’t nutritionally complete the majority of the time. Cooking and shopping for food
also requires a conscious effort to treat your well-being as a priority rather than a distraction,
which is not something I was capable of at the time.
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Lack of exercise was another problem during the rehearsal process. As my mental
condition got worse, I started to become more sedentary, to the point where the only physical
activity I did was during rehearsal as part of warm-ups with the cast. My sleeping habits became
increasingly erratic as I dealt with insomnia one night, and then crashes where I would sleep for
more than ten hours the next. My immune system goes downhill quickly when I don’t sleep, so I
got sick in the week leading up to the designer run as well. And all the while, it was the mental
stress that ground my body down during the production.
Learning to form healthy eating and exercise habits is much harder than many people
realize because it requires you to be in a state of mind where you can invest that effort in a
constructive way. If you attempt to create a workout a schedule when you’re already ground
down, the only thing you’ll succeed in doing is hurting yourself with overtraining, or
disappointing yourself by failing to uphold that commitment. Knowing how to let go of a show
and relax is essential, as is knowing when to take the time you need to get your head in the right
space. Allowing anything to consume you completely only hurts you and the project you’re
working on.

Healthy Changes to Behavior
Physical health, like mental health, is rooted in patterns of behavior. If you want to maintain or
improve your health in either, you need to create small simple changes to your lifestyle that are
easily repeatable. By building slowly with a strong foundation you set yourself up for success.
Tactics that aren’t massive shifts in how you’re living such as eating a piece of fruit every day
instead of a candy bar, or taking five minutes out of your day to do a light jog in the morning
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before you shower are things that may seem insignificant but can go a long way in maintaining
your health for the run of a show.
Dealing with mental health concerns such as my PTSD and depression is a harder task.
The simple changes that you can make to diet and exercise routines come from common sense
and basic knowledge of healthy lifestyle choices. But confronting mental health concerns is
something that people don’t inherently have the skills for, which is why we have therapists and
doctors to analyze and develop long term strategies for their mitigation. The most important
thing you can do for yourself if you suspect that you have a persistent mental or physical
condition that is interfering with your work is to seek help, get treatment, and stick with that
treatment. Your highest priority should always be your health because without it nothing else
will matter.

Confidence and Intuition
I worked on my pre-production packet for Doctor Faustus in the summer of 2018. I performed a
strong analysis of the script that addressed many of the major issues with the material and began
formulating my approach to the play. Everything I wrote bored me. My academic instincts
wanted me to riff off of classical Greek tragedy with Faustus as a powerful figure who falls by
his own hubris. The approach would focus on the conflict between the laws of society as
represented by God versus Faustus’s psychological need to escape those laws. But this idea
didn’t inspire me, so I looked for something that I could sink my teeth into. I chose the Old West.
I set to work on my research, looking for every parallel between the show and the period.
My focus centered on the idea of the devil as a rebellious and seductive figure within American
literature during the Old West. I made every argument I could think of as to why the setting
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worked with Faustus, and like a good lawyer, collected evidence to support my argument.
Toward the beginning of the semester, on September 7, I handed my work into my advisor. His
response was to ask me why I had chosen the Old West in the first place. He wasn’t concerned
with all the ways it could be made to fit. I had to pause and think before I answered him.
I had chosen the Old West because God and the Devil, society and the wilderness, were
what the Old West was about for me. It was a world in which human beings put themselves
through harsh conditions and turned to crime rather than live in the ordered society back east. A
place where all of the laws were present but never enforced due to people being so isolated from
the rest of the country. I wanted to put Faustus in that world, where death and danger were
around every corner. I wanted to show that the punishment didn’t fit the crime and that God was
unjust for setting him up to fail. I reworked my approach and began meeting with designers. But
while I understood why I had made my choice, I didn’t understand why I felt the need to justify
it ad nauseum instead of illustrating why it was important to me.
I am afraid of being stupid. Half of my personality was developed so that I could appear
intelligent to others. My intellectual insecurity has generated some behaviors that have served me
well. I am one of the smartest people I know in regard to the areas of my life that I consider
important, because I’ve been driven to improve and gain as much knowledge as possible in those
places, so I can appear smart. But as an artist, my compulsion to be correct is at odds with the
demands of theater. Theater isn’t about being right, or supporting your choices with evidence;
the audience doesn’t get to see your homework. Theater is about being true to your impulses,
investigating those impulses to find the deeper reasoning behind your decisions, and using that
knowledge to craft a simple story. This misconception about why I made the choices I did led me
down a bad road.
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At each step along the production process, I tried to be clever. My meetings with the
costume designer were geared toward finding a way to make each character fit into an allegorical
archetype of the Old West. Much of that work was needed, as the costume designer and I needed
to know each character’s place in the world. But I complicated things needlessly. I mixed circus
freak shows with an Appalachian band for the seven deadly sins, for example, which detracted
from the costumes and tied the actor’s hands with instruments they didn’t need.
I continued to try and be clever in my meetings with the set designer. I wanted to invoke
an Elizabethan style stage with a large mansion-like playing space, while at the same time
making it a rundown pueblo church in a ghost town, with a Greek tragedian altar in the middle.
None of these impulses were wrong on their own. I could support each choice with good
reasoning, but I wanted to combine them. I wanted the audience and my peers to see this world I
created as something unique and important.
Then came rehearsals, where for an entire week of the process, we broke down the
language of the text in a close reading that was meant to allow the cast to understand their
characters’ circumstances and objectives based on the dialogue. It was important work, but it
also drained a lot of time that could have been partially allocated to other areas like staging,
scene transitions, and visual storytelling. I overly concerned myself with how the actors were
developing their characters instead of trusting them to do their job.

Unhealthy patterns of behavior
The mishmash of ideas and style I was trying to incorporate, as well as the way in which I dealt
with the actors during that first week of table work, indicate two problem habits that I need to
break from in my future work as a director. When I lack confidence in my work, I retreat into the
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roles of dramaturg and acting coach. I take refuge in the theory and reasons behind a show
because I’ve built a world in my head that makes sense. Similarly, I focus on acting coaching
with my cast because it feels safe. I started theater as an actor, and it’s what I’m most
comfortable doing onstage. My lack of confidence in the validity of my own artistic vision for
Faustus caused me to withdraw into those habits. But the most damaging thing about my safety
nets as acting coach and dramaturg is that had I laid down a solid foundation of simple visual
storytelling that both the audience and actors could follow, I could have used those skills at the
appropriate time to polish the show rather than putting out the fires that cropped up from my
earlier choice to fixate on them.

Plan of Action
The key to working confidently with respect to sticking to your instincts or plan of action is to
focus on what is really important in a given moment. When you plan out the rehearsal process,
after taking all the logistical considerations like deadlines and cast availability into account, go
through it day by day. Plan according to what is the most important thing that needs to be
accomplished on that day, even if every other thing falls away. When you focus on everything all
at once, you’re really focusing on nothing, but when you break things down into small, easily
comprehensible pieces, you give yourself the room to do the work needed. Experience plays a
major part in the planning process too, since you won’t always know how much time something
takes until after you’ve done it. But if you have strong organizational focus and stick to your
plans, you can alter them as needed using good judgment without sacrificing what’s important.
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Self worth
The blinders I had on that led to my refusal to ask for help, my self-destructive thoughts, and bad
physical habits all come from the same place. I tie my sense of self-worth to the things that I do.
When I act on stage, I feel good about myself because I am a good actor. I never had to work at
acting in the way I need to with directing because the former is intuitive for me. Managing a play
on the scale of Doctor Faustus was overwhelming to me. Every mistake I made in the rehearsal
process damaged my self-esteem.
Through counseling, I was reminded that my work is not a reflection on my quality as a
person. Theater is an easy art to get lost in. You’re surrounded by many people all working
together to achieve the same goal. You get close to your cast, you can get caught up in the work
because the work is so much fun. When a production goes well it can be validating because the
work that you’re doing is pleasing to others. This can be a trap, especially for a director who is at
the center of the production machine and has to be dialed into everything. But if you are to work
healthily in a show, you need to separate yourself from the work in certain places such as your
self-worth. Recognize that who you are is not the same as what you do, and that living is not
about success or failure at a given task, but about loving who you are.

Healthy Coping Strategies
There are some useful tactics that I’ve learned for reinforcing good self-esteem since completing
the production. Making a daily list of all the things you did well in and out of rehearsal is a good
method for training the mind to focus on the positive aspects of your actions instead of just the
negative ones. Likewise listing all of the people and things you are grateful for in life, no matter
how small, is great for reminding yourself about the things that matter to you. Talking a walk
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outside in a natural environment can reduce stress and mental clutter. I find that cleaning myself
up and dressing in nice clothes also elevates my mood since looking good elevates my selfimage. None of these tactics will outright fix self-esteem, though. Practicing mindfulness in
order to consciously recognize which thoughts are reflective of your true self, and which
thoughts are a product of survival and abuse, is the only way I’ve found to truly start changing
how you see yourself. Healing and maintaining yourself takes daily effort.
Balancing work and personal life can be difficult when theater takes up so much of your
life. Since I’ve taken some time from working on a show recently, I’ve come to understand that a
personal life is something you make a priority or you won’t have one at all. There will always be
more work to do. There will always be scenes to prepare. The time for life outside of work only
comes when you make it. I have defined my identity through the work I do in theater though
most of my life. But theater is not an identity on its own.
Taking time out of your day, for at least an hour, to work toward something else you
enjoy, can help remind you that the show you’re working on isn’t all there is. A theater
production is a transient thing that is over as quickly as it starts. But how you treat yourself and
spend your time stays with you. The same is true for any job.
The temptation that I never allowed to cross my mind during the production was to quit
altogether. It would have been a knee jerk response, but I can understand where it comes from. If
the problem with your life is the show, then surely quitting the show will make everything better.
And while there are certain instances when quitting a project that is driving you to damage
yourself is the best course of action, I’m not convinced it would have made anything better for
me. The problems that were leading me toward self-destructive behaviors weren’t from the show
itself, they were being exacerbated by the environment that I had constructed.
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A show that flops is also an acceptable outcome. While doing a poor job is never the aim
of a director, it is okay to put on a show that doesn’t land with people. Even if I had been a
picture of health, I still might have produced a show that wasn’t resonant with my audience. The
worst thing that can happen is that you learn what worked, and what didn’t.

The Myth of Success and Failure
This is something I’ve found hard to grasp because my entire life has been framed for me in
terms of success or failure. Art does not care about success or failure. Financially, something can
put a company under. Toxic working relationships may poison a cast. But a show failing to
resonate with people is something to be learned from, not feared.
Creating a plan of action that includes small and simple changes to your lifestyle is a
good first step to tackling unhealthy habits, and moving toward a happier life. When you begin
working on a show, don’t concern yourself with being correct for some invisible authority. Make
sure that the story you’re telling is artistically true to your connection to the show, and that you
find the simplest way to tell that story. When you find yourself having difficulties stepping back
and getting perspective, have the presence of mind to ask for outside help. Most importantly,
learn to stop tying your self-worth to your work. Theater is a wonderful art form, but it isn’t an
identity. Through this, you can learn to let go of a production when you leave the space instead
of carrying it with you wherever you go. You need to manage both your physical and mental
health with the same sense of care that you would give to a loved one.
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Conclusion

I believed my production of Doctor Faustus to be a failure for a long time. I thought of myself as
a failure as well. I put an unhealthy amount of my self-worth into the show, and when the final
product didn’t live up to my vision, it was heartbreaking. Until recently I would have panic
attacks just thinking about the show. But the production was a success. Myself, the designers and
actors created something that was unique and beautiful. My version of Faustus may not have
reached as many people as I had wanted, but it still worked on many levels. I’m proud of the
work I accomplished with my actors. The visuals were striking and evocative of the story I was
trying to tell in many places.
I’ve learned from my mistakes and misjudgments with the show. There is value in asking
simple questions about the story I’m trying to convey, so that every decision is rooted in that
narrative. Frequent and caring feedback from mentors and peers is needed to gain an outside
perspective. Nothing is worth my personal health and safety. If I can’t work on a show without
risking my mental or physical being then I need to step away. I’m proud of the work I did and
that is a large step toward being comfortable and confident with my role as a director.
Future directors of Marlowe’s masterpiece should keep this thought at the forefront when
developing their own approach to the show: Doctor Faustus hinges on its dual nature. The play’s
tones, its abstract and realistic worlds, and its themes, center around the Doctor being caught
between opposing forces, neither of which offers him an acceptable solution to his crisis. Faustus
is both comedic and tragic, surreal and grounded. A director determines how and why one side or
the other gains ascendence in a given moment, and in so doing determines what that says about
who controls Faustus’s life. The play is both funny, and tragic, but the choice of which moment
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to take in either direction is rarely obvious. Tragicomedy is about the interconnected relationship
between those elements, just as the play is about the relationship between Faustus as an
individual, and the collective cosmic will of the world he lives in. What parts of the story are set
in his solipsistic hellscape, and what parts lie in the Kingdom of God and humanity, are for the
director to decide.
Doctor Faustus remains a hero to me despite his many flaws and mistakes. He chose not
to accept the order he’d been born to, and instead revolted against it despite that choice costing
him everything. We can only be what we are, and can never be anything else. Wherever a
director lands in their judgment of Faustus and his actions, they should remember that Faustus
was driven to what he did by the despair that comes from being asked to exist as something other
than what he was. By focusing on this theme of dual identity and the damage that results from
being caught between two opposing forces, a director can find the tragedy and comedy that is so
often the pivot point in our lives, and share it with an audience.
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Images

I took all the following photographs on November 20, 2018.

Figure 1. “Demon Sculpture.”
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Figure 2. “Seven Deadly Sins.”
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Figure 3. “Denied.”
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Figure 4. “Search Me.”
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Figure 5. “Cursed.”
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